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Abstract 
Along with the rapid proliferation of Social Networking Sites (SNSs), there is renewed 
discussion on the influence of substantial and highly interactive digital social circles. 
There is much debate about an individual's interactions with his/her digital social circles 
and how s/he forms behaviours as a result of such interactions. This study hypothesizes 
two salient types of actions that individuals are likely to engage in, as a consequence of 
social influence from SNSs: symbolic (e.g. #activism) and substantive actions (e.g. real 
activism). Using a paired sample of survey data gathered from 311 respondents, this 
research attempts to understand which social influence perspectives are likely to 
influence symbolic and substantive actions.  
Keywords:  Social Networking Sites, digital social influence, social impact, symbolic action, 
substantive action 
Introduction 
An individual’s social circle, which can be defined as an informal group of people who are linked with each 
other at least via a third party that share similar values or interests (Kadushin 1968), has grown an average 
of 10 times with the advent of Social Networking Sites (SNSs) (Parks as cited in Tong et al. 2008; Ugander 
et al. 2011). The high growth of members in one’s social circle due to  the proliferation of SNSs, has led to 
substantial changes in attitudinal and behavioural formation in people (Miller and Brunner 2008; Sedera 
et al. 2017a; Tufekci and Wilson 2012).  Traditionally, social influence generated by social circles was an 
interesting area to many behavioural science research disciplines like sociology (Carli 2001), psychology 
(Cialdini and Goldstein 2004), theology (Sedera et al. 2017b) and criminology (Young and Weerman 2013). 
The generation of digital spaces for interactions such as SNSs has reinvigorated attention towards social 
influence (Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Dholakia and Talukdar 2004; Sedera et al. 2017a).  
The current research on social influence of social circles in the digitized society (henceforth referred to as 
digital social influence) has been investigated in disciplines like management (Wang et al. 2013), marketing 
(Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002), information systems (IS) (Sedera et al. 2017a), political science (Tufekci and 
Wilson 2012), psychology (Pempek et al. 2009), communication (Huffaker 2010; Walther et al. 2008), 
consumer engagement and communication studies (Mangold and Faulds 2009; Oh et al. 2017), hospitality 
and tourism studies (Koo et al. 2017), and organizational environment (Arvidsson and Holmström 2013)1.    
                                                             
1 Past research is summarized in Appendix B using 64 studies. 
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An individual’s actions as a result of digital social influence manifest in two types of salient actions: (i) 
clicking (e.g. liking/ following/ sharing), which is restricted to the actions within the SNSs or #activism 
(Gerodimos and Justinussen 2015), and (ii) proactive engagement or real activism (Tufekci and Wilson 
2012), which takes place in the real world as an action. For instance, some people may just like a post,  
follow a cause, or sign a petition in a profile of  SNSs for which the effort s/he takes is either low or moderate, 
and not engage actively in that particular cause in the outer world at all. Such actions with low effort or cost 
have been identified in research as clicktivism or slacktivism (Alarifi et al. 2015; Kristofferson et al. 2013; 
Palekar et al. 2015). The amount of effort an individual puts in each of these activities in terms of time, 
resources, and mental processing can range from low to high respectively for each of the above-mentioned 
activities (Kabadayi and Price 2014). The distinction between the two types of actions, considering the 
differences in low effort actions and high effort actions, has led to the first being considered as symbolic 
and the last being considered as a substantive action. A symbolic action inherits low-risk/ low cost (Lee 
and Hsieh 2013), less effective outcomes (Shulman 2009), and overall low engagement (Walker and Wan 
2012).  
So what perspectives of social influence make a person to engage in symbolic actions and others to engage 
in substantive actions apart from their innate psychological predispositions? Research suggests that 
psychological predisposition alone is not a predictor of one’s behaviour towards substantive actions 
(McAdam 1986; McAdam and Paulsen 1993). Studies have established that structural factors (e.g., strong 
friendships with the activists) alone could not explain activist behaviour (participation) adequately. 
A key conclusion of such studies is that one’s decision to take part in substantive actions depends on the 
linkages between his/her salient identity and the support of the social circle which helps to sustain this 
identity (and absence of opposition stemmed from other salient identities) (McAdam and Paulsen 1993). 
In other words, along with the psychological predisposition to take part in substantive actions, support from 
a person’s social circle will influence an individual to maintain their psychological predisposition or develop 
new psychological dispositions in relation to substantive actions (McAdam and Paulsen 1993).  
With the aforementioned background, it is intriguing to understand the effects of digital social influence on 
an individual’s likelihood of engaging in substantive actions. A study investigating the effects of digital social 
influence on individual substantive actions will make substantial knowledge contributions to both 
researchers and practitioners. Such a study will demonstrate different constructs of digital social influence 
would lead participants to behave differently and engage in two prominent actions exerted through SNSs; 
symbolic and substantive actions. 
The driving research question of the study, therefore, is “what social influence construct/s, as per social 
influence theory, would lead to substantive actions?” The same question can be then formed for the 
symbolic actions as well. In order to test this relationship between digital social influence and substantive 
actions, we selected the context of volunteering. Herein, we would explore under what conditions of social 
influence in SNSs, a person would engage in volunteering (substantive action) or would simply engage in 
symbolic actions (e.g. clicking). 
In order to differentiate between symbolic and substantive actions, the study gathered data from two groups 
of respondents. One group consisted of people who took part in volunteering activities whereas the other 
group consisted of people who have engaged in symbolic actions in SNSs. We identified that there is a high 
tendency among respondents to recommit to volunteering when the members of their close social circles in 
SNSs influence them once they post about their volunteering activities. The next sections of the research 
paper provide evidence and a systematic analysis of how we identified the relationship between 
recommitment to volunteering (which is a substantive action) and digital social influence. 
Literature on Social Influence and Actions 
It is not uncommon in IS to adopt theories from behavioural sciences in order to analyse human actions  
occurring as a result of the advancement of information technology (Schlagwein 2018). As such, various 
theories of social influence have been widely applied in the studies concerning digital spaces. Some of the 
most common social influence constructs applied to investigate various individual behaviours in digital 
spaces are compliance, identification, internalization (Kelman 1958), strength, immediacy, number of 
people (Latané 1981),  informational influence, normative influence (Deutsch and Gerard 1955) and peer 
influence (Crandall 1988). If we consider the period in which these constructs were introduced, it is evident 
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that all these constructs have been introduced in a time in which online interactions among individuals 
were not prominent. While the adoption of these constructs for digital spaces has contributed to a wealth 
of knowledge particularly in exploring attitudinal and behavioural changes in individuals due to the social 
influence generated online, it is vital to investigate what are the most accurate constructs in determining 
symbolic and substantive actions exerted through SNSs due to social influence. The following sub-section 
on digital social influence addresses this issue by deriving the most applicable social influence constructs 
for SNSs to investigate symbolic and substantive actions.  
Digital Social Influence 
In order to understand the nature of digital social influence, we select the theory of social influence (Kelman 
1958). However, prior to selecting Kelman’s social influence theory, several other theories were also taken 
into consideration to explore how social influence constructs have been utilized in the past to understand 
attitudinal and behavioural change in individuals. The social influence theory in general is suitable for SNSs 
because (i) SNSs allow individuals to form communities, express their ideas and cooperate with each other 
generating social influence among online social circles (Tussyadiah et al. 2018), and (ii) facilitate a large 
number of individuals to interact with each other as compared with the physical world in which face-to-face 
interactions are prominent (Huberman et al. 2008). In this context, an individual would interact with other 
SNS users in many ways. First, let us assume that an individual posts on a particular topic in a SNS. For 
this post, the individual would receive different types of feedback which would influence him/her to respond 
or behave in a particular way. The influence a particular individual receives which motivates him/her to 
behave in a particular way can be identified as social influence. Thus, the generation of such a social 
influence has been depicted by scholars in different ways leading to the formation of multiple theories of 
social influence. 
 For instance, Latané (1981) stated that, in order to make an impact or an influence on another person, three 
attributes namely, strength, immediacy and the number of people should be present. These characteristics 
are particularly high in digital social influence. It is abundantly evident that SNSs like Facebook 
dramatically increase the number of associates that an individual interacts with (Manago et al. 2012). The 
heightened number of interactions between the associates and the individual potentially increases the 
strength of the relationships (Manago et al. 2012). Further, SNSs also enhance social influence and the 
tendency of individuals to act in a certain way particularly by encouraging them to add experts from 
different areas of interest into their social circles who may indirectly affect the decisions of individuals 
(Reichelt. et al. 2014). Finally, digital platforms allow immediate interactions between the associates and 
the individual (Hanna et al. 2011). Moreover, in light of the high daily usage of SNSs (Zephoria 2019), 
growth of users (Zephoria 2019) and growth of mobility (Gerbaudo 2018), there is ample evidence to argue 
that SNS is a vehicle to insert substantial influence on an individual which can be considered as digital social 
influence.  
Social Influence theory of Deutsch and Gerard (1955) allows us to observe how individuals would be 
influenced by his/her social circles. According to Deutsch and Gerard (1955), social influence could take 
place in terms of normative influence and informational influence. Normative influence occurs when an 
individual acts to conform to others expectations, whereas informational influence occurs when an 
individual accepts a certain reality depending on the information provided by others. When these two 
processes are applied to the sphere of SNSs where digital social influence would be present, an individual 
would engage in a particular behaviour in a SNS either because s/he wants to conform to the expectations 
of fellow SNS users who are connected with him/ her, or because the individual accepts the information 
passed by other people as correct. Kuan et al. (2014) utilized the constructs: informational influence and 
normative social influence in the digital space to explore how these constructs lead to customer purchase 
decisions particularly by “affecting attitude, intention, and emotion” (p. 173).  
Another perspective of social influence was introduced by Kelman (1958) to explore the change of attitudes 
of people due to three types of processes that take place under social influence, namely, compliance, 
identification and internalization. Compliance can be defined as the process of being influenced when an 
individual behaves in a particular way expecting a positive reaction from another person or a group, or to 
avoid punishment (Kelman 1958). Identification takes place when an individual behaves in a certain way to 
establish a place within a group, or to maintain a proper relationship with a group or another person. Hence, 
the expectation of a person who is being influenced by identification and commits a certain action is to 
 Digital Social Influence and Symbolic versus Substantive Actions 
 Fortieth International Conference on Information Systems, Munich 2019 4 
maintain a satisfying relationship with the influencer (Kelman 1958). Internalization occurs when an 
individual is influenced because the content of the message being conveyed to him/ her is congruent with 
his/ her value system (Kelman 1958). In other words, a person would be influenced to engage in a particular 
behaviour via internalization because the content of that behaviour s/he is encouraged to engage in is 
“intrinsically rewarding” (Kelman 1958, p. 53). When applying this theory to understand the behaviour of 
SNS users, the behaviour of a particular SNS user can be described under these three processes. For 
instance, an SNS user would be influenced to act in a certain way; after s/he receives feedback for his/ her 
SNS activity from significant others (compliance), or the individual’s action would be determined by his/ 
her need to identify with a particular person or a group in the SNS who reacted to his/ her SNS activity 
(identification), or the individual’s act would be determined by the comments of the people which he/ she 
thinks as congruent with his/ her own beliefs (internalization). The constructs of Kelman’s social influence 
theory have also been examined in previous research to study actions of individuals in digital spaces 
including SNS (Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Sedera et al. 2017a; Tsai and Bagozzi 2014; Tussyadiah et al. 
2018; Zhou 2011). 
Peer influence has also been studied as an important construct of social influence (Sedera et al. 2016b). The 
foundations of peer influence lie in the work of several scholars including Crandall (1988) on binge eating, 
Brook et al. (1997) on smoking behaviours of young adults and Rodgers and Rowe (1993) on sexual 
behaviours among adolescents. Peer influence can be defined as a process in which attitude and behavioural 
changes would occur in individuals due to the influence of his/ her friends or peers (Godinho de Matos et 
al. 2014). In SNS studies, peer influence has been adopted to examine how individuals would behave 
differently due to the influence they receive from peers who they know directly as well as from peers they 
have distant ties with (Zhang et al. 2018). 
Considering this wide application of various social influence constructs to examine different actions and 
attitudinal changes in digital spaces like SNSs, the authors decided to investigate which social influence 
constructs have been utilized the most in previous research to explore attitudinal and behavioural changes. 
In order to achieve this objective, the authors created a literature synthesis table compiling previous studies 
in IS on social influence. First, a keyword search on social influence was carried out in the basket-of-eight 
journals in IS. In addition, highly cited SNS research papers in PlumX and the most cited research papers 
on social influence theories were also examined to identify the most relevant research papers for the 
literature synthesis.  
The selected keywords for the search in the basket-of-eight IS journals were “social influence”, “social 
impact”, “influence”, “social media”, “social influence and social media”, “impact”, “social impact and social 
media”, “social influence and social networks”, and “social interaction and social media”. Once the initial 
search was complete, the irrelevant papers were removed from the sample using a deductive approach. 
After retaining the most applicable papers from the initial search, the reference lists of the selected papers 
were used to identify more relevant papers for the literature sample based on the snowball method. Once 
this step was completed, it resulted in 64 papers suitable for the purpose of the study. Then the papers were 
tabulated in chronological order to see whether the constructs of social influence (compliance, 
identification, internalization, peer influence, informational influence, normative influence, immediacy, 
strength, and number of people) have been discussed either explicitly or implicitly in these papers (Refer 
to Appendix B). If a paper discussed a particular construct, the column was marked with “Y”. If a paper did 
not discuss a construct, that column was marked with “N”. Once the tabulation was complete, the data were 
analysed to identify the most discussed constructs of the previous studies. The results revealed that 
normative influence, compliance, and identification were the most discussed social influence constructs. 
However, in-depth reviews of studies by authors revealed that some selected constructs such as peer 
influence (Zhang et al. 2018) versus identification, informational influence (Kuan et al. 2014) versus 
internalization were identical to each other. Further, the construct – normative influence depicted an 
abstract overview of social influence when compared with other measurable constructs of social influence. 
As such, compliance, identification, and internalization from Kelman’s social influence theory (1958) were 
considered as the most appropriate independent variables for the study.   
In addition, constructs such as strength, immediacy and the number of people (Latané 1981) were also 
identified through the literature analysis as having a substantial relevance to SNSs. The previous studies 
have particularly shown that the increase of the number of people an individual can interact due to the 
proliferation of SNSs, the proximity of people in the network (immediacy), and the power of the influencer 
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(strength), could affect the extent to which an individual is being influenced online (Kwahk and Ge 2012; 
Miller and Brunner 2008). As such, by introducing the term digital social influence we argue that social 
influence occurring in digital spaces such as SNSs is different from the social influence generated in the 
physical world. Particularly, we identify that the digital social influence would lead to the generation of two 
distinct actions exerted through SNSs namely symbolic and substantive actions. This study thus addresses 
the research question “under what conditions of social influence as per digital social influence would an 
individual undertake substantive actions rather than symbolic actions?.” In order to emphasise this 
argument better the next section provides a detailed discussion on symbolic and substantive actions.   
Individual Actions as a Result of Social Influence 
The foundation of symbolic and substantive actions influenced by the institutional theory lies in the work 
of Meyer and Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983). The institutional theory indicates that 
organizations may engage in various types of actions due to the influence they receive from their social circle  
and thereby act in a certain manner to comply with the norms and values of the society they operate in 
(Berrone et al. 2009; Delmas and Montes‐Sancho 2010; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 
1977). For instance, Meyer and Rowan (1977) studying about the adoption of formal structures by 
organizations highlighted the difference between ceremonial adoption of various policies and activities 
(symbolic actions) as opposed to the actual implementation of a policy or activity that enhance the efficiency 
of an organization (substantive actions). Furthermore, Oliver  (1991) considered the adoption of symbolic 
actions or simply, the pretention of organizations to engage in a particular activity without necessarily 
implementing it, as a concealment tactic utilized by organizations to react to the outside pressures. In 
addition, Suchman (1995) in discussing three main types of legitimacy in organizations, namely, pragmatic, 
moral, and cognitive legitimacy, stated that under moral legitimacy, symbolic actions are used by 
organizations to comply with the norms and values of the society in which the organization operates. 
Symbolic and substantive actions committed due to social influence have been adopted to examine different 
contexts including e-business (Liu et al. 2016), quality rating and improvement systems (Tarrant and 
Huerta 2015), studies focussing environment related aspects (Delmas and Montes‐Sancho 2010; Kim and 
Lyon 2012; Milne and Patten 2002), corporate social responsibility (Faisal et al. 2019),  and strategic change 
(Fiss and Zajac 2006). Such studies that have acknowledged how social influence leads to the commitment 
of symbolic and substantive actions inspired this study to apply these two types of actions to SNSs. At the 
individual level, we consider symbolic actions as actions committed by individuals at a symbolic level to 
make them appear congruent with that of the accepted norms and values of the society whereas substantive 
actions involve real and practical engagement to achieve a visible change (Ashforth and Gibbs 1990).  
This study further differentiates between symbolic and substantive actions by relating these two concepts 
with the movement literature. For instance, McAdam (1986) in his work discusses two types of activism 
namely, low-risk/cost and high-risk/cost activism which can be perceived as symbolic and substantive 
actions respectively. Especially when discussing substantive actions or high-risk/ cost activism, McAdam 
(1986, p. 67) indicates that by cost the “time, money, and energy that are required of a person to engage in 
any particular form of activism” are highlighted whereas by risk “anticipated dangers – whether legal, 
social, physical, financial, and so forth” are emphasized.  
Based on these implications, herein, we consider a substantive action takes place when a person has to 
spend time, money, and energy to engage in a particular form of behaviour, which has potential risks 
involved. However, symbolic actions take place when a person engages in following, liking, and sharing in 
SNSs without necessarily taking any step beyond the engagement in the digital sphere and have no risk, 
financial contribution, or extra effort involved. Symbolic actions in SNSs can be evidenced in a petition a 
person signs in a SNS where the risk and engagement with the actual cause is lower than that of a 
substantive action which may involve participating in an action that involves high risk, maintenance of a 
vision to reach an objective and active engagement with the cause throughout the process of achieving that 
objective (Cabrera et al. 2017).  
As such, a symbolic action can be considered as an action committed by an individual to give a perception 
to the society that s/he adheres with the norms, rules, and regulations. Most importantly, this action would 
not require much effort or spending of money, and thus be considered as an appearance rather than a real 
action that would entail a certain risk for the individual engaged in it. On the contrary, a substantive action 
requires the active engagement of an individual to meet certain ends or achieve a prior set goal or an 
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objective (Cabrera et al. 2017). The characteristics of these two actions can be elaborated further as follows 
(refer to Table 1).  
Table 1. Characteristics of Symbolic and Substantive Actions 
 Appearance versus 
actual commitment 
Transformation Effort and risk 
Symbolic 
action 
A symbolic action simply 
appears to conform or comply 
with the society and may not 
focus on an actual 
implementation of an action 
(Walker et al. 2012).  
A symbolic action may not 
necessarily transform a 
situation as it is done for 
the sake of an appearance 
to make a change without 
real implementation 
(Stevens et al. 2005). 
Since symbolic action is 
about maintaining 
appearance and not 
making an actual change, 
it requires less effort and 
has less risks (Berrone et 
al. 2009). 
Substantive 
action 
A substantive action is about 
what can be done about 
changing a situation and 
actually engaging in that 
action to make a difference 
(Walker et al. 2012). 
Once a substantive action 
is committed there is 
evidence of a visible 
outcome, or a change has 
been made (Delmas and 
Montes‐Sancho 2010). 
Engaging in a substantive 
action requires planning 
and taking risks to achieve 
goals (Berrone et al. 
2009). 
 
 
When relating these characteristics of symbolic and substantive actions with social influence constructs, it 
is vital to investigate whether social influence constructs affect individuals differently to commit a symbolic 
or a substantive action. Kelman (1958, p. 52) states that “changes in attitudes and actions produced by social 
influence may occur at different “levels”. Yet, previous studies that utilized the theory of social influence 
have not adequately examined how constructs of social influence would lead to the commitment of actions 
at such “different levels” (Kelman 1958, p.52). Even though we explained in the previous sub-section on 
digital social influence how these theories of social influence could motivate the next action of an individual 
based on the responses s/he receives for his/ her SNS activity, social influence theories do not clearly 
examine how social influence could particularly lead a person to take a substantive action. 
 If we consider the social influence theory of Kelman (1958) in the domain of IS, many studies have 
attempted to explore how one or two of the three constructs could be effective in generating social influence 
more than the other construct, resulting a change of the behaviour of an individual (Cheung and Lee 2010; 
Glass and Li 2010; Venkatesh and Davis 2000). Furthermore, there is a lack of emphasis on how different 
conditionalities of social influence would affect symbolic or substantive actions of individuals. This further 
denotes the contradictions of findings among the researchers in the domain of IS concerning the 
applicability of three processes under social influence on attitudinal and behavioural change. For instance, 
there are studies that have explored social influence and symbolic actions such as instant messaging 
adoption (Glass and Li 2010; Shen et al. 2011), the use of SNS (Posey et al. 2010) or how likes would enhance 
brand awareness among consumers (Lipsman et al. 2012); and social influence and substantive actions such 
as the participation in political protests (Tufekci and Wilson 2012) or consumer purchase decisions (Kwahk 
and Ge 2012). However, such studies have not distinguished whether there could be any differences among 
the conditionalities of social influence when leading individuals to engage in symbolic and substantive 
actions.  
In order to investigate whether social influence constructs would encourage individuals to engage in 
symbolic and substantive actions differently, we identified a particular context in which substantive actions 
occur based on the characteristics of symbolic and substantive actions as illustrated in Table 1. As such, 
volunteering was considered as an appropriate context to study substantive actions since volunteering 
adheres with all the characteristics of substantive actions. Volunteering can be defined as “any activity in 
which time is given freely to benefit another person, group or cause” (Wilson 2000, p. 215). Herein the 
person who engages in a volunteering activity makes an actual commitment to engage in a particular activity 
to fulfil the objective of contributing to the greater good of the society (Wilson 2000). Further, volunteering 
has also been identified as a high risk activity since the individuals who engage in volunteering will put 
themselves into a situation which is unfamiliar for them thereby encountering threatening situations during 
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social interactions with people from different backgrounds (Dong 2015). All these factors regarding 
volunteering make it an ideal context to study about substantive actions (Further details about the context 
of the research will be explained in another section). After identifying the most suitable context to study the 
difference between symbolic and substantive actions in relation to social influence constructs, which were 
logically derived through literature synthesis, a research model was developed. 
Research Model 
In order to understand the effect of social influence on individuals as measured by compliance, 
internalization and identification, and then to ascertain how they affect substantive actions versus symbolic 
actions, we devised a theoretically grounded research model as shown in Figure 1. Therein, Panel 1 shows 
the research model that captures substantive actions, while Panel 2 demonstrates the effect of social 
influence in symbolic actions. The differences between symbolic and substantive actions were derived 
through the parameters described in Table 1. As illustrated in Figure 1, constructs such as strength, 
immediacy and the number of people, derived from Latané’s social impact theory (1981) have been 
identified as moderating constructs. 
 Herein, we emphasize that the three constructs of social influence would behave differently for both 
symbolic and substantive actions. As such, the foundation for our research model was built through the 
analysis of previous literature in which the researchers have identified social influence constructs affect 
differently when people are committing certain actions. For instance, Shen et al. (2011) indicated that when 
considering desire and we-intention to use instant messaging, identification and internalization are more 
significant than compliance in influencing people. Similarly, Zhou (2011) examined internalization and 
identification affect online community participation, whereas there was no relationship between 
compliance and participation. Further, Datta (2011) highlighted that compliance is the strongest construct 
of social influence that affects developing countries in adopting e-commerce. In fact, it is these different 
levels of influence generated by the social influence constructs at various instances motivated us to explore 
whether the same social influence constructs would behave differently when symbolic and substantive 
actions are initiated at the SNS level. As such, it is argued that in digital social influence, the constructs 
depicted in the research model behave differently for individuals who commit symbolic and substantive 
actions.  
 
The study model employs the social impact theory variables to examine whether there is a moderation effect 
of three variables. The moderation effect is sought for (i) the number of individuals in the SNS, (ii) perceived 
strength of the relationships and (iii) perceived immediacy of the SNS. These three variables are been 
commonly employed in SNS studies investigating social influence (Chan et al. 2018; Kwahk and Ge 2012; 
Miller and Brunner 2008). The measurement of moderation follows the procedures outlined in Aiken et al. 
(1991) and Cohen et al. (2014) wherein the simple argument is that the nature and/or strength of two 
variables change as a function of a third variable. In other words, similar to Sedera et al. (2016a), we argue 
that social influence on substantive or symbolic actions will change (e.g. positive or negative effect), based 
on either one or all of the moderation variables. Note that the study model does not conceive a moderation 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Proposed a-priori Model 
Panel 2 – Symbolic actions  Panel 1 – Substantive actions 
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of social impact at the sub-construct levels. Once the overall research model was designed, the model was 
tested using data gathered through two surveys from two samples. The background of the samples is 
described in the next section – research context. 
Research Context 
The context selected in this study to examine symbolic versus substantive actions is volunteering. Once 
volunteering was decided as a suitable context to observe the engagement of individuals in substantive 
actions, members of a volunteering community of a large hospital in Australia were selected as the 
participants for this research. As such, once the ethics approval was received to recruit participants for the 
study, two surveys for symbolic and substantive actions were carried out for volunteers at the respective 
hospital. The selected volunteering community consisted of individuals who are assisting patients in the 
hospital by providing information for patients, directing patients towards the correct location within the 
hospital to obtain necessary treatments, and supporting the patients when required or as advised by 
administration staff members.  
Three hundred and fifty (350) volunteers providing services at the hospital took part in surveys on (i) 
substantive actions and (ii) symbolic actions. Only 311 volunteers responded back with both surveys. 
Volunteers who are also active users of SNS were selected for the study in order to ensure their symbolic 
actions could also be accurately recorded via the survey on symbolic actions. Herein, the active SNS usage 
meant logging into a SNS account at least once daily and engaging in any activity ranging from observing 
others comments/ likes to the respective individuals posts, liking the posts of the social circle in the 
individual’s SNS account, commenting on posts and sharing posts in the SNS account. Researchers ensured 
that undue bias of extraneous variables is reduced as much as possible by having a large sample size and 
participants with similar demographic characteristics.  
Analysis 
The model and construct validation in this research are reported under four headings: (i) content validity 
(which was tested using the content validity ratio), (ii) construct validity (which was tested using the 
composite reliability, average variance extracted – AVE, and factor analysis), (iii) testing the structural 
model (which was tested using the partial least squares technique), and (iv) investigating the moderation 
effect (which were tested to determine the relationship between the independent variable, moderating 
variable and the dependent variable). 
Content Validity  
Since the sub-constructs were derived specifically for the study, the establishment of content validity was a 
priority. The current study followed the guidelines of McKenzie et al. (1999) for establishing content 
validity, which entailed four steps2: (i) using the guidelines of Lynn (1986), an initial draft of the survey 
instrument was created by canvassing the related literature in order to derive its measures; (ii) following 
the guidelines of the American Educational Research Association (2002), a panel of sample respondents 
was established to review and evaluate the possible survey questions3, ensuring that the panel had the 
necessary training, experience and qualifications; (iii) the panel critiqued the survey constructs; and (iv) 
the panel conducted a review of the questionnaire, assessing how well each item was represented as a 
reflective measure of each sub-construct. In this fourth step, a quantitative assessment was made, 
establishing the content validity ratio (CVR) for each item/question based on the formula by Lawshe (1975). 
Based on the pilot tests, the minimum CVR value of 0.72 was observed at a statistical significance of p<0.05. 
Feedback from the pilot round respondents resulted in minor modifications to the wording of the survey 
items (Lawshe 1975; Lynn 1986; McKenzie et al. 1999; Murphy 2009), and endorsement of the research 
model, its sub-constructs and measures.  
                                                             
2 The four-step approach followed here is analogous to the Q-sort approach for attaining content validity [162-164]. 
3 Sample questions from the survey on substantive actions are attached in Appendix A. 
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Construct Validity  
Construct validity for each sub-construct was established using factor analysis, composite reliability and 
average variance extracted (AVE). The three formative sub-constructs (compliance, identification, 
internalization) were measured using reflective items qualified through content validity. In establishing 
construct validity, we first determined the discriminant and convergent validity through factor analysis, 
whereby the individual item loadings of the sub-constructs were all above 0.5 on their assigned factor, and  
the loadings within the sub-constructs were higher than those across the sub-constructs. The measures 
demonstrated satisfactory reliability as the reflective factor loadings were all above 0.71, which is well above 
the proposed threshold level of 0.5 (Hulland 1999). Further, there were no substantial cross-factor loadings.  
Second, two measurement models (as depicted in panel 1 – substantive and 2 – symbolic in Figure 1) were 
assessed by estimating the internal consistency, as well as the discriminant and convergent validity, 
following similar studies (e.g. Wixom and Todd 2005). Strong and significant composite reliability was 
observed for all the sub-constructs of social influence in substantive actions (panel 1), reporting above 0.79 
(Nunnally 1967), with alpha values of 0.811 for compliance, 0.872 for identification, and 0.807 for 
internalization (symbolic actions in panel 2 reported 0.901, 0.833, and 0.925). Similarly, the composite 
reliability of the measures of social impact too demonstrated similarly high alpha values, significant at 0.001 
levels; with values of 0.896 for the composite social impact construct for substantive actions sample (and 
0.900 for symbolic sample). The measures of the dependent variable reported alpha value of 0.826 for 
substantial actions and 0.922 for symbolic actions at significant levels of 0.001. 
Finally, convergent validity was established through the AVE. All the sub-constructs demonstrated 
satisfactory convergent and discriminant validity, with the AVE for all the sub-constructs measuring above 
0.5 (Fornell and Larcker 1981), and the AVE of each sub-construct is greater than the variance shared 
between the sub-construct and other sub-constructs in the model (Chin et al. 1988), indicating strong 
discriminant validity. The AVE for compliance sub-construct was 0.86, while for identification and 
internalization; it was 0.88 and 0.91 respectively (and 0.91, 0.87 and 0.93 for symbolic actions). The AVE 
of the composite social impact moderator was 0.87 for substantive actions and 0.85 for symbolic actions.  
Testing the Structural Model 
For the testing of the outer and inner models, the study employed the partial least squares technique using 
ADANCO 2.0.1 software (Dijkstra 2010). The partial least squares test (Wold 1989) is a structural equation 
modeling technique that is well suited for highly complex predictive models and that supports the mapping 
of formative observed variables (Becker et al. 2012; Chin et al. 1988; Henseler and Sarstedt 2013; Wold 
1989). ADANCO 2.0.1 was used together with the bootstrap resampling method (4999 resamples) to 
determine the significance of the paths within the structural model (Gefen and Boudreau 2000; Petter and 
Rai 2007). As suggested by Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer (2001, p.272), the test of the outer model 
employs global items that “summarize the essence of the construct that the index purports to measure” and 
examine the extent to which the items associated with the index correlate with these global items. The cross-
item loadings indicated that there were no major cross-factor loadings, confirming our earlier observations. 
Correlating the measurement items with the two global measures demonstrated significant correlation 
coefficients at the 0.001 level. Next, two measurement models were established separately, for social 
influence and social impact. Table 2 presents the results. Collectively, the three constructs accounted for 
90.1% variance of social influence and 89.3% of the variance of social impact, demonstrating strong external 
validity of the substantive actions sample. The values in brackets are calculated using the symbolic actions 
sample. The convergent validity of the sub-constructs (See Table 2) conformed to the heuristics of Gefen 
and Straub (2005), whereby all the t-values of the outer model loadings exceeded the one-sided4 cut-off of 
1.645 levels5, significant at the 0.05 alpha protection level. 
 
                                                             
4 A one-sided test is appropriate because we only hypothesize a positive contribution of the formative components. A two-sided cut-
off of 1.96 is used otherwise.  
5The t-values of the loadings are, in essence, equivalent to t-values in least-squares regressions. Each measurement item is explained 
by the linear regression of its latent construct and its measurement error (Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer 2001). 
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Table 2. Measurement Model Analysis 
  Weight t-value R-square 
Social Influence  Substantive (Symbolic)  Substantive (Symbolic)  Substantive (Symbolic) 
Compliance  0.368 (0.466) 3.76 (4.21) 
0.901 (0.873) Identification 0.495 (0.665) 4.73 (5.88) 
Internalization 0.751 (0.225) 7.98 (2.39) 
Social Impact Substantive (Symbolic)  Substantive (Symbolic)  Substantive (Symbolic) 
Strength  0.296 (0.714) 3.01 (6.51) 
0.732 (0.893) Number 0.221 (0.615) 2.65 (5.34) 
Immediacy  0.391 (0.566) 3.54 (4.09) 
 
Investigating the Moderation Effect 
Next, the study employs the social influence theory, paired with the social impact theory to examine whether 
there is a moderation effect of social impact (measured using strength, number and immediacy) on the 
relationship between formative social influence and substantive or symbolic action. As mentioned earlier, 
the model does not purport a moderation effect of social impact on the relationship between the social 
influence sub-constructs and the symbolic/substantive actions. The measurement of moderation follows 
the procedures outlined by Aiken et al (1991) and Cohen and Cohen (1983), wherein the simple argument 
is that the nature and/or strength of two variables change as a function of a third variable. Results indicate 
that (using Figure 1 as the model), the dependent variable (i.e. substantive or symbolic action) is predicted 
by the interaction effect of social influence and social impact on substantive actions, demonstrating a 
significant relationship with a standardized beta of 0.530 (significant at 0.001) outlining the moderation 
effect of social impact. Similarly, for symbolic actions, the moderation was significant with a standardized 
beta of 0.581 (significant at 0.001). 
Summary of Findings 
The aforementioned findings indicate that, identification is the strongest predictor for committing symbolic 
actions whereas internalization is the strongest predictor for committing substantive actions. This 
emphasizes that for those who commit substantive actions, the beliefs and values they hold play a crucial 
role in addition to the social influence they receive from their social circle in SNS. The innate motivation 
for individuals that comes in the form of internalization can be considered as the turning point, which 
makes them engage in substantive actions, as opposed to symbolic actions, which are taken merely, based 
on the social influence received from online social circles in the form of identification. Further, when 
considering substantive actions, compliance was identified as the lowest predictor in this study. This 
finding corroborates previous research by Zhou (2011) and Shen et al. (2011) which have indicated that in 
online spheres, compliance is not as strong as other two constructs of social influence: identification and 
internalization. This study thus confirms previous findings and provides additional evidence that suggests 
that different social influence constructs can lead to two distinct actions: symbolic and substantive actions. 
The empirical findings of this study also provide a new understanding to explore interactions in SNSs and 
its related consequences by introducing digital social influence, which is an extension of traditional 
constructs of social influence to incorporate the actions exerted by individuals through SNSs. The major 
contributions of our study have been further discussed in the next section. 
Theoretical and Practical Implications 
There are several theoretical contributions of this study. First, through the analysis of 64 previous studies 
on social influence and SNSs, we logically derived the most applicable social influence constructs for SNSs. 
While previous studies in IS have observed different social influence constructs in relation to a variety of 
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actions, there was lack of consistency regarding the most applicable social influence constructs for digital 
spaces (e.g. Datta 2011, Zhou 2011) particularly when investigating the relationship between social 
influence and symbolic versus substantive actions. We attempted to address this issue by carrying out a 
literature synthesis on previous IS studies on social influence and SNSs. Second, we extended the social 
influence theory to SNSs incorporating two types of actions; (i) symbolic actions and (ii) substantive actions 
exerted through SNSs. The study findings indicated the possibility of various social influence constructs to 
lead individuals to behave differently based on the type of social influence they receive. Third, the 
identification of the most applicable social influence constructs for SNSs and deriving the types of actions 
that will be exerted through SNS based on social influence led to the development of the concept of digital 
social influence as opposed to social influence generated in the physical world. As such, this study contests 
the claim that digital social influence would be leading to two types of actions such as symbolic and 
substantive actions through SNSs. In terms of practical implications, even though the study has been 
carried out in the context of volunteering, the findings of the study can be applied to a broader context in 
which different organizations could facilitate individuals to engage in SNS interactions to promote symbolic 
and substantive actions based on the outcome the organization seeks. The study findings will also guide 
individuals to be mindful about their day-to-day interactions with their social circles in SNSs and be aware 
of how their symbolic and substantive actions are determined by digital social influence. Moreover, most of 
the past studies have focussed on peer pressure in relation to social influence and its’ both intended and 
unintended consequences (Brzozowski et al. 2009; Nouh et al. 2014; Quan-Haase and Young 2010). Our 
study has elaborated on a unique aspect of peer influence; peer appreciation and its related consequences 
in the form of two types of actions – symbolic and substantive actions. Particularly, with regards to digital 
social influence, peer appreciation will lead practitioners to look at a new type of social influence through 
which symbolic and substantive actions would be committed by individuals. While we acknowledge this 
study has limited actions exerted through SNSs into two broad categories, the future research can focus on 
extending these two distinct actions in a continuum to include a diverse range of activities in between the 
extremes of symbolic and substantive actions. Future studies would increase the generalizability from a 
multi-method approach that includes experimentations to control the effect of strength, immediacy, and 
the number of people. 
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Appendix A: Sample Questions from the Survey on Substantive Actions 
• I login to Facebook or another social media platform on a daily basis. 
• I change my post visibility on Facebook or other social media platforms (privacy settings) 
depending on who I want to share that post with. 
• I believe that some of the people who are close to me in Facebook or other social media platforms 
are not close to me in the same way when I meet them in real life. 
• When I see any news in Facebook or other social media platforms, I decide whether it is true or 
false depending on the person who shared it. 
• When I see any news in Facebook or other social media platforms, I decide whether it is true or 
false depending on the number of people and the number of times it has been shared. 
• Compared to people I interact with in real life, the people I interact with in Facebook or other social 
media platforms are diverse. 
• Prior to commence volunteering, I searched for the organization I am volunteering with on 
Facebook or other social media platforms. 
• Facebook or other social media platforms have changed the thinking and behavioural patterns of 
people. The posts of my favourite celebrities or popular people I like in Facebook or other social 
media platforms have affected the way I think and behave. 
• I share my beliefs and concerns about different topics of contemporary relevance in Facebook or 
other social media platforms, to influence other people to think in the same way. 
• My Facebook profile or other social media accounts include people I respect or I look up to. 
• I feel close to those who are in my Facebook or other social media accounts regardless of where they 
live. 
• The comments of the previous volunteers in Facebook or other social media platforms encouraged 
me to take part in volunteering. 
• I am open to engage in an activity that costs my time and money, based on my friends’ opinions, 
comments, and posts published in Facebook or other social media platforms. 
• I have been influenced by the posts, comments, and likes of the people who are important to me, to 
engage in good causes such as volunteering. 
• Most people who are important to me in Facebook or other social media platforms would approve 
of me engaging in activities that are promoted in social media (e.g. volunteering, fundraising). 
• Most people who are important to me in Facebook or other social media platforms would 
disapprove of me engaging in activities that are promoted in social media (e.g. volunteering, 
fundraising). 
• I have engaged in an adventurous activity (e.g. visiting another country, volunteering in a risky 
destination) after being influenced by my social circle in Facebook or other social media platforms. 
• I developed the interest to do volunteering after seeing the posts/ photographs of my friends doing 
the same in Facebook or other social media platforms. 
• When I engage in an action in the real world (e.g. volunteering, fundraising) which has already been 
done by my friends and shared in Facebook or other social media platforms, it makes me feel closer 
to them. 
• I would continuously engage in volunteering if my friends are already doing the same and posting 
in Facebook or other social media platforms. 
• I feel that engaging in actions that are promoted in Facebook or other social media platforms by 
my friends (volunteering, fundraising) is important for me. 
• I would engage in an action which has been encouraged in Facebook or other social media platforms 
by my friends (volunteering, or any other activity that changes my life as a result) only if it does not 
conflict with my own values. 
• I decided to do volunteering only to help the communities in need. 
• I will continue to do volunteer work in the future. 
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Appendix B: Literature Synthesis Table 
Study A B C D E F G H I Study A B C D E F G H I 
(Kelman 1958) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y N (Zhou 2011) Y Y Y N N Y N Y N 
(Latané 1981) Y N N N N Y Y Y Y (Datta 2011) Y Y Y N N Y N Y N 
(Nowak et al. 1990) Y N N N Y Y Y Y Y (Shen et al. 2011) Y Y Y N N Y N Y N 
(Latané et al. 1995) Y N N N N Y Y Y Y (Cheung et al. 2011) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y N 
(Latané 1996) Y Y N N N Y Y Y Y (Kietzmann et al. 2011) N N N Y N N N Y Y 
(Latané and Bourgeois 1996) N N N N N N Y Y Y (Hanna et al. 2011) N N N Y Y N N N N 
(Venkatesh and Davis 2000) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y N (Fischer and Reuber 2011) N N N N N Y N N N 
(Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002) Y Y Y N Y Y N N Y (Kwahk and Ge 2012) Y Y N N Y Y Y Y Y 
(Dholakia and Talukdar 2004) Y N N N Y Y N Y N (Tufekci and Wilson 2012) N N N N Y N N Y N 
(Dholakia et al. 2004) Y Y Y N Y Y N N N (Lipsman et al. 2012) N N N Y N N Y N Y 
(Algesheimer et al. 2005) Y Y N N Y Y N Y Y (Gensler et al. 2013) N N N Y Y N N Y Y 
(Lu et al. 2005) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y N (Singh and Phelps 2013) Y N N Y Y Y Y Y N 
(Gallivan et al. 2005) Y N Y Y Y Y N Y N (Hildebrand et al. 2013) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y N 
(Lee et al. 2006) Y N Y N N Y N N N (Wang et al. 2013) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N 
(Song and Kim 2006) Y Y N Y Y Y N Y N (Tsai and Bagozzi 2014) Y Y Y N Y Y N Y Y 
(Li et al. 2006) Y N Y N N Y N N N (Kuan et al. 2014) Y Y N Y Y Y N Y Y 
(Bagozzi et al. 2006) Y Y Y N N Y N Y N (Zhang et al. 2014) N N N Y N N Y N Y 
(Bagozzi et al. 2007) Y Y Y N N Y Y Y N (Godinho de Matos et al. 2014) N Y N Y N Y N N Y 
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(Shen et al. 2010) Y Y Y Y N Y N Y N (Rueda et al. 2017) Y Y N Y N Y N Y N 
(Posey et al. 2010) N Y N N Y Y N N N (Brandt et al. 2017) N N N N N N N N N 
(Huffaker 2010) Y N N N Y Y Y Y Y (Dewan et al. 2017) N N N Y N N N N Y 
(Glass and Li 2010) Y N N Y N Y N Y Y (Zhang et al. 2018) N N N Y N N N N Y 
(Vannoy and Palvia 2010) Y N N N N Y N Y N  
(Cheung and Lee 2010) Y Y Y N N Y N Y Y 
(A) compliance, (B) identification, (C) internalization, (D) peer influence, (E) informational influence, and (F) 
normative influence (G) immediacy, (H) strength, (I) number of people 
